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Development: 

An Elusive Conception 


I. Introduction 

Post-second world war era is con sidered the ‘age of 
development’. During this period, the very meaning of 
the term ‘development’ has undergone great transition. 
Experts also have enunciated various measur ements 
of development. Multiple ac tors are there engaging in 
‘develop ment’ which broadly include Govern ment and 
Non Governmental Organizations and the United Na 
tions Organization. Though development has many 
objectives, the central one seems eradication of poverty 
and imparting socio-economicjustice to the vast masses 
of world’s people. But this goal still remains an elusive 
one. 

In this paper, we attempt to expl ore the historiographic 
background in which the idea of development was 
mooted, the evolving cone eptualization and mea 
surement of development, the shifting paradigms of deve 
lopment, the present predica ment of the epistemology 
of devel opment and the need for expoundi ng an alter 
native vision of developm ent to make it more mean 
ingful to the life of people with justice and sustainability. 
II. The Birth of ‘Development’ 1 

Though the two terms ‘growth’ and ‘development’ are 
sometimes used as synonyms, the latter is much broader 
and multidimensional. Econ omic growth was the main 
concern of ‘modern economics’ in its very inception in 
the eighteenth century. The full title of Adam Smith’s 
work ‘An Inquiry into the Nature and Caus es of Wealth 
of Nations’ (1776) carr ies this idea. He theorized that a 
competitively driven market econ omy with the practice 
of division of labour and specialization and intern 
ationally linked by free trade would ensure maximum 
economic growth. So Smith portrayed industrial capi 
talism, free from the clutches of ‘mercantilism’ 2 as the 
most ideal economic system. Karl Marx, in spite of being 
a vehement opponent of capitalism, acclaimed the 
intellect ual contribution of Smith by honor ing, him as 
the ‘Luther of Capitalism’. Later, classical and neo¬ 
classical economists followed Smith and theoretically 
deepened and broad ened the conception of ‘economic 
growth’. Growth economics still co nstitutes an integral 
part of modern economic science. 

Gunnar Myrdal (1966) has iden tified three factors 
which facilitated the intellectual formation of deve 
lopment economics and develo pment studies. These 
include (1) the liquidation of the colonial power structure, 
(2) the revolution of rising expectations among the 
people of the Third World 3 and (3) the cold-war spirit. 
These forces contributed both to the provision of 
developme nt and the demand for it by the stake holders. 

For centuries, most parts of the world especially in 


Asia, Africa and Latin America happened to be colonial 
appendages of a few west ern imperial powers. For 
example, India was underthe colonial yoke of the British. 
In fact the ‘fabulous riches of the East’ attracted Europe 
ans to Asian countries like India. However, their brutal 
exploitation made these countries extremely poor and 
underdeveloped. This con sciousness of exploitation 
necessi tated nationalist uprisings and people’s 
movements for ‘decoloni zation’. These efforts found 
success after the Second World War. As a result, 
political colonization was liquidated in the post- war era. 

However, the Third World people, in general, and their 
leaders, in part icular, found the socio-economic si 
tuation of their countries underdev eloped. In the latter 
period of the colonial era, the Third World People could 
sense the relatively higher living standard of the First 
World. This created ‘a revolution of rising expectations’ 
in them. In India, for example, the Drain Theory of Dad 
abhai Naoroji (1901) stated that on ce India is made 
unBritish, poverty alleviation and people’s developm ent 
would be spontaneous. Mahat ma Gandhi perceived 
economic freedom along with political freed om in the 
post- independent period. 

In his ‘tryst with destiny’ speech ( mid night August 14- 
15, 1947), Jawaharl al Nehru, the first Prime minister 
of India proclaimed the imminent task of the new 
government is to end po verty, illiteracy, ill health and 
inequ ality in social and economic oppor tunities. One 
could notice the ideal perception of‘development’ in Neh 
ru’s words 4 . 

The post- war period also expe rienced a ‘cold war 
spirit’ in the world with the USA leading capitalist ideo 
logy and the USSR with the socialist ideology. The US 
leaders found the idea of ‘development’ as the most 
viable strategy to include the newly liberated countries 
into their fold. In 1949, the then US President Harry S 
Truman made a marvelous spe ech in the American 
Congress with Four Points 5 . These points set the 
international political economic agenda of US in the post¬ 
war world. They included US support to UNO, NATO 
and Marshall Aid Programme and extending 
development assistance to the newly freed countries . 
The US government also directed American economists 
to chart out a new ‘Development Economics’ as an 
integral part of modern economic sc ience. The outcome 
was the birth of ‘modernist paradigm’ in develop ment 
economics. 

UNO from its very inception acc orded top most priority 
to the idea of development 6 . It perceived devel opment 
as a means to sustain glo bal peace. Poverty anywhere 
in the world is perceived as a threat to prosperity 
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everywhere. So UNO org anized a number of continental 
level study groups like Economic Comm ission for Latin 
America (ECLA) to explore the problem of under deve 
lopment and established various int ernational 
institutions like Internat ional Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development(IBRD), United Nations 

IndustrialDevelopment Organization (UNIDO),and 
United Nations Deve lopment Programme (UNDP) to 
pro mote development. UNO also decla red the late 
decades in the 20th cen tury as ‘development decades’ 
foe using on development. Nevertheless, the goal 
remained elusive. So in the Millennium General 
Assembly, it pro posed the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). Though UNO succe eded in achieving 
some of the MDGs, poverty still persists in the world. So 
it restated the coming 15 years as the period for 
Sustainable Devel opment Goals (SDGs). 

A number of Nongovernmental Organizations ranging 
from local to international also adopted ‘develop ment’ 
as the goal of their ‘Social and economic action’Lln spite 
of all these efforts ‘development’ still remains an elusive 
conception. 

III. Meaning and Measurement of Development - 
An Evolutions ry Profile 

The term ‘development’ is subje cted to a wide range 
of meanings and there are also alternative meas 
urements. The initial approach to development may be 
cited as ‘growth oriented development.The process of 
economic growth was treated on a par with 
development. ‘Per capita Income’ was used as a 
measure ment of development by this appr oach. 
Economists like Gunnar Myrdal and Amartya Sen 
proposed much more comprehensive approaches in 
development. Myrdal defined development as the 
‘upward mov ement of the entire social system’. The 
social system comprises a number of social conditions 
which include (1) output and incomes (2) conditions of 
production (3) levels of living (4) attitudes toward life 
and work (5) institutions and (6) policies. The first three 
are economic and the next two are non economic conditi 
ons. Policies may be either economic or non economic 
based on the na ture of policies. Upward movement 
refers to changes in the prevailing conditions in the 
direction of greater desirability from the development 
point of view. Changes may have either independent or 
instrumental values.The latter refers to the impact of 
changes in a condition to chang es in other conditions. 
So all of them together constitute as a ‘social system’. 

Myrdal is also critical in using per capita income as a 
measurement of development. He cautions that such a 
measurement may even drive planning for development 
more in the materialistic direction. 

Amartya Sen approached the conce ption of 
‘development’ not only from a socio- economic point of 
view but also philosophically. Sen’s main co ntribution 
is in advancing the ‘capa bility approach in development’. 
To Sen, development involves building up of human 
capabilities which res ult in higher per capita income 
and better social variables particularly in education and 


health. He also asc ribes greater importance to ‘social 
participation’ of vulnerable sections. When people’s 
capabilities are built, their ‘entitlements’ also would be 
broadened. A person’s exchange entitlement is the 
basket of commodities which he or she can command by 
exchanging what he or she has. In his book, 
Development as Freed om (2006), Sen perceives 
promot ion of human freedom as develop ment. He 
distinguishes five types of freedom: (1) political, (2) 
economic, (3) social, (4) entitlement and (5) protection. 
From a philosophic point of view, Sen considers 
advancem ent of ‘human functionings’ as deve lopment 
which involves ‘being’ and ‘doing’. 

Sen, along with his friend Mahab ubul Haq, introduced 
the human development index as a measurem ent of 
development through UNDP’s Human Development 
Reports. Human Development Index is a co mposite 
index with three sub indices on economic performance 
measur ed by real per capita income, educ ati onal and 
health attainments with a maximum value one. UNDP 
also introduced a number of other hum an development 
indicators like Gen der Empowerment Measure, Gender 
Related Human Development Index and Human 
Poverty Index. As inco me inequality is considered a 
neg ative dimension of development, one recent adapted 
Human Developm ent Index is ‘Inequality Adjusted 
Human Development Index’. 

A landmark shift in conceptual evolution of 
development is the UN proposal of Sustainable Develop 
ment. The Brundtland Commission (1987) defines 
sustainable develop ment which meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs. This is more in tu 
ne with the Gandhian perception of ‘needs’. According 
to Mahatma Gan dhi, there are sufficient resources 
available in this world to meet the needs of all but not to 
cater to the greed of anybody. In spite of all the attempts 
at sustainable development, ecological destruction 
persists, ma king our earth uninhabitable and the life of 
ordinary people miserable. 

IV.Shifts in Development Paradigms: An Overview 

Experts on development, so far, created a number of 
theories on development. These theories could be 
broadly grouped into various approaches which may 
be called ‘development paradigms’. We may broadly 
distinguish four such paradigms:(1) modernism, (2) stru 
cturalism, (3) institutionalism and neo- institutionalism 
and (4) neo-liberalism. 

Theories on development in gen eral, address two 
pertinent que sti ons: (1) why a country is under de 
veloped? And (2) how can a country achieve 
development? Protagonists of modernist paradigm like 
W.W Ro stow (1966) allege lack of moder nization of 
underdeveloped countries as the main cause of their 
underde velopment. Only by filling this mode rnist gap 
development could be attained. The modernists find the 
sal vation of it in foreign aid. 

The structuralists broadly compr ise neo-Keynesians 
and neo- Marx ists. They assign great responsibility to 
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the state in initiating development and sustaining it. They 
discard the modernist analysis of underdevelop ment 
as very opportunistic. The mo demists deliberately 
excluded ‘colo nialism’ and ‘neo-colonialism’ as factors 
behind underdevelopment. The structuralists also 
accord great importance to state planning for 
development. Structuralists like Prebisch (1950) and 
Singer (1950) suggested ‘import substitution indus 
trialization’ (ISI) as the main solution for 
underdevelopment. But this did not work as anticipated 
due to the penetration of transnational 
corporations(TNCs) in underdevelo ped countries. So 
radical structura lists like Andre Gunder Frank and Samir 
Amin wanted a revolutionary approach to disarm the 
transnatio nal corporations in underdeveloped countries. 

Institutionalists like Gunnar Myrdal, John Kenneth 
Galbraith and Amatya Sen also theorised for State 
interve ntion. They hopefully suggested that through the 
building up of appropr iate social and economic 
institutions development could be accomplished. 

The neo-institutionalists like Dou glas C. North who 
argued for social and economic institutions but integr 
ated it with ‘market mechanism’. 

In spite of all these development paradigms, the 
modern world is pre dominantly influenced by the neo- 
liberalist paradigm. The main advoc ates of this 
paradigm are mainly exp erts belonging to multi lateral 
instit utions like the World Bank, IMF and WTO. Towards 
the close of the 1980’s in the last century they succeeded 
in bringing about a ‘consensus’ for the whole world called 
the ‘Wash ington Consensus’ 8 . This consensus placed 
‘market theology’ as the pan acea for the entire illness of 
the world including poverty and environmental 
destruction. But the present predica ment of the world 
including underde veloped countries falsifies the claims 
of neo-liberal globalization. 

V. Development Elusion and Post- 
Developmentalism 

As received development theori es could not explore 
the problem of underdevelopment realistically and the 
failure of so called development organizations in bringing 
about peo pie’s development, activist oriented experts 
like Escobar(1995) conde m the present development 
econo mics and development studies. Some of them go 
to the extent of stating that ‘development’ is dead and 
what we can now do is just write obituary of it (Sachs 
1992). These Doubting Thomases may be broadly 
called post- developmentalists. 

VI. An Alternative Perspective for Development 

For genuine human development ‘de-globalization’ 

and ‘definancializ ation’, are absolutely needed. Local 
and national relative self- sufficiency should be accorded 
priority rather than corporatization of market and global 
free trade. Democratic state has to be politically re 
oriented to facilitate the basic needs of the common 
people. Financial engine ering by speculative capital 
should be rooted out. Economies have to be 
regenerated ensuring maximum labour participation of 
people and meeting the needs of ordinary peo pie. 


Inequality has to be curbed thro ugh proper state 
interventions. People should have the power to kick out 
anybody who is corrupt and ine fficient. Inter- 
generational and intra generational dimensions of justice 
should be taken as the basic criterion for all political and 
economic decisi on making. 

VII. Conclusion 

In this paper, we attempted to give a brief overview of 
development ec onomics and development studies. 
Though the idea of development was initiated in the post- 
second world war era, it miserably failed in fulfilli ng 
people’s aspirations. The prese nt trend of globalization 
is really anti developmental. In this predicament, we 
need an alternative perspective which should address 
people’s needs with ecological justice. 

Notes and References 

Notes : 1. For a detailed discussion on the birth of Devel 
opment Economics, refer Jomo, K.Sand ErikS.Reinert 
(ed) (2006): The Origins of Develo pment Economics- 
How Schools of Thought Have Addressed Develop 
ment, New Delhi: Tulika Books. 

2. ‘Mercantilism’ was a system of political and 
economic ideas preva iled in Europe about three 
hundred years, during roughly the middle of the fifteenth 
century to the middle of the eighteenth. Mercantilists 
per ceived ‘foreign trade’ as the engine of economic 
growth and accumulat ion of bullion as the main goal of 
trade. They legitimised government interv ention in the 
economy to sustain a favorable balance of trade. Adam 
Smith was a vehement opponent of ‘mercantalism’ and 
his theoretical arguments were in favour of ‘free trade’ 
and free market economy. 

3. The expression Third World’ was first used by a 
French demog rapher, Alfred Sauvy in 1952. In the 
sense in which Sauvy used it, it was an allusion to the 
‘third estate’ of Fre nch Society prior to the revolution of 
1789. ‘Third World’ refers to all those countries which 
share a com mon fate of ‘colonialism’ in their hist ory 
and in the post- independent era inherited an 
‘underdeveloped econ omy’. See, Third World editors 
(1990): Third World Guide 89/90, Rio de Janeiro. 

4. All the dimensions of ‘human development’ could 
be foreseen by Nehru in 1947. For a brief discuss ion 
of Tryst with destiny’ speech, see Jean Dreze and 
Amartya Sen (2002):lndia Development and Parti 
cipation, New Delhi: Oxford Unive rsity Press pp 4-6. 

5. Truman said, ‘We must embark on a bold new 
program for making the benefits of our scientific advan 
ces and industrial programs availa ble for the 
improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas’. 
Harry S. Truman,Inaugural Address, Janu ary 20,1949, 
in Documents on Arne rican Foreign Relations, 
Connecticut Princeton University Press, 1967. 

6. See Jim Whitman (2011): “The role of the United 
Nations in devel oping countries” in Vandana Desai and 
Robert B.Potten(ed.): The Com panion to development 
studies (2 nd edition), London: Hodder Education pp.555- 
559. 

7. See Vandana Desai(2011): “The Role of non- 
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governmental org anisations”(NGOs) in ibid pp. 525- 
529. 

8. ‘Washington Consensus’ was first coined by John 
Williamson in 1989. He codified the approach in ten 
axiomatic generalizations with a focus on outward- 
oriented market economies subject to macroecon omic 
discipline, see Charles Gore (2005): “The Rise and Fall 
of the Washington Consensus as a parad igm for 
Developing Countries” in C.Roe Goddard etal(ed. ): 
Internati onal Political Economy, 2 nd edition, New Delhi: 
Viva Books pp 317-340 
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1. ailglaei gnso 

GcmcrajailCTOD ajs3(3rara>2aioa3 (rooaOnjrajjaaorajcea'lcD) aietprocarailaej oils grata) 
‘fflc&o^ajls^’. aJlaooejcrooffijo (3ra(3raiDajrara}ooQ) caT^aocQjailoDlizioQjajjo njracrorura 
C3T3oC/)°l<ft>0®aJ2o Q6)<0fl(D)26n§O(3a)1CD2CTT) 63CljlcrO«5)^(ro SOQJfflJgg QjISOCQilojCTDJ 
mcsLcro cot®1 csejtm. rujocsia csmoceQjcscnjoaa goso c&^oaajar) eraioaralocDoo^o (3io<ft> 
csa ag)ejoaj(3c0S)jo (3io(3nnaooo) goso ejsl^pojcmj aoldDalaci^oo^o esiocroaDlaa^ 
offijo gaicixarailraS raioa&iaanejjo culslaci^ aie^n-jo cft> 6 ir)c 0 a 2 cft)jcB§ 6 ns( 0 > croc&>jQa)<3 
nralolejejcsejo. aiolaraas ajonnjaejcsejo mso ci>l(36iT)0Q)lcea2ciixo). ai'lslaej 630 Goo 
aj^ceraflceajo ejelteajcm nJE&oglraraiaoeno aj°lsla(i3 eoail (ii1(36iTK’Q)ld3a2cii}«J); 
q/1s16xt3 dlaotejgjizigj. 
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goso racft)Osjcora)lra2<TT)j. cssjocroaDlaciii csiO)B(3ooo, ©ruojaogo, railG^aoaio, araio<plra3 
o0<nnnnajcD)c9a raiooc/y’lcft.ocDo mraSc&n aolaso raraaaoojjo ac&>cnjo raraiBCDl^lrajcTraj. 
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630(3(22 (B 01617)0. 
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adloDo. aoloa)rarailaa3 aoojnad^aJlcsfflOjjao crojaJcn63Ba§oac9a 30 aj(3rflioacft.06ns 
fflcftiOO nJcft)(3ano2 acfeosjrarail^ 61 ^ 31 ^ 30 - oJIraioaioco) aaBcurarailaciS cro^^sltDJjas 
ajnaeTrasjnjIaciS ooIcbcdjoc/io aJj(.®icnocD) acralono n^aosjcoitn ool^ajadlceajarKoi 
aaojaad^arooorucft.ocDrarailaej njlcsmoiijcn arojoJCD63i3(Bgosj CiiJ^onoj raiaono(D)06TTi. 
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cu°ls ooai 22 elocSEmaajsjraraijanoj. arooaoj acft>o^|jcft>j6rarai gnjeGcrolcrajas ajoglaci^ 
oj(o1cft>a3 Gcfecog aa(.cft>cro( 0 iaj sooraxiDjas oilcrajocro rajoj'Icft.raeTTKorailraS <&>«>l6rara) 
ooogjcejglK^ cTilcSepoocnitft.ffloconrajanoj. 630(3raraKsaooce6aro crojdloDoaol raiojcomlaj) 
raioDjas (,oJijJorararailra3 raio(st.oJi2ilaci3 ojo§j<ft>a3cea croocorai aocra crojocD°looaj6n§. 
culglaej oJloojoaro co1rai63i3a3 cu^cerailcfcgjas (3iO)cai2l(!Q)-fflO(Txnilcft> ojg<3^jCD)c9a 
graicftijonoraioeno. nJogjcfcaS arooc/ilraio ao(.raiffl&J 3(3craooo ^sltrsoaerriono 630(3(22 
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23(3 a>3riloo)3isaa3(TU oraiiraao, 6)6)22J[nJ 

(3QJ6TDO. aJ0a§ClT10ra3 ‘slffiltflal cft.122 
eilejjo’ <Too<3 crolocodlejjo 63raijc9a1 oo1(3 
erara)6n§raiei; aaBQJG^craaocujo arooaj 
(3(3ooooaJ3o cugiSraraijcTr) LnJcoi^ooo 
co1rai63i3§jas eaj(3l<n>o<ft>6inoo oils. cu”l 
slaci^ cnxrui^oeajgtftgjo njjejrald^gjo. 

3 . culglaej aoKnajjo cn)o(.(fl«ocijjo 

(3iO(3raioajraraiocD) aoxnaijo, 
raraioai) cuoceajtfljgjo e^raraij oo1(3rarain 
conrajcmo oioeExrsjo raionjcnjfflOQonrajonj 
aoldooojjo cQ)T0G(roaD2o. aa(3ajojaorail 
railral^olcraocnjgg (fliorarailcolajjo (cratac 

qqjjo, aaBQJoJfiorail cnlo(Bcugocn2gg 63 

K^csao^o crocnofaoraxrajo (3racu(3<sa e>e>c&, 
ajraieJO'snraj^J- (oJcracrorail 

ajjanoloj (ft>0ocftfldnc9a2CTr)rai1ej^0C!Q)lra2 
cnr >2 ora) raraamoQ^os (.oobu. cruajonrarail 
cn amoral oxo3cft>oa3 cft>>plQ 0 ) 2 o agjot) nJlcrai 
00)06110 (3iO) aorao^raoiararao acsaroofinraao 
<sa1cD)Ka. cfcocnooilaej cft.ej_}, 06 iiorarao 1 aej 
^saoJSd^ (Sojoej 2 o ^raoloo araigslcuo 
00)1 cio1ra3(fla2ciio2. LoJeracrorailasjo crociu 
raraijo cft>6n5 aceaag ‘^o3aoj 

argaaci3“’ (310)00)1 ^cnoararai 

aoraioajlraoocft>a3c9a2o ariloora raraaaoonraS 
colcno ngao ojdlc9aocr>26ns. aoocioaooQ)l 
sjlajlraoararao aJI(racft,ejaoo a^t^jraJoaS 
63co 2 crooojefeoooo ^cno aoraooojlraioisa 

C/3 cBQ (310031013(02,306110. CO^OOOrUJ^qjo 

gjlculraiararao cfeoenojojonS cft><jnoo) 2 cir)aj 

(3c0a aocraoesa raiojccracroecraooriaio gjlaJI 

raocorailraS ajralijjcralip'loQ^ajoaS crooco^ 

ao<ft>2- G<T >§63Bag<eaoa3 ‘oro«^cft>c^’o®ciio 

CoJ(.c&l(H)QO)lcsejcea salailraio arooLcft>a1<fla 

anjsjoiora) ^raraocoo cnoo(.cooro63i3a3 g 

gg co^tiD63Bg1ra3 ao1ciioo6no. (.e^aro63B 

glra3 cnlcnroej. aaBOJoJcsurailtea ailcsco 
= 6\) 

(EsaojsjanD aaBQj(iiioci\o(3corara)leJ2Ciio1 
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